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From the earliest days, Bottom has been accepted as the best
piece of characterisation in A Midsummer Night's Dream; the
Restoration, in fact, cut the play to the pranks of bully Bottom.
But he is the most substantial character because Shakespeare's
apprehension has laid more certain hold of him than of the
other figures in the play. That is another way of saying that, as
a man, he means more to Shakespeare than do the others. He
is, to the dramatist, the tangible person who provides in the
flesh and in life what the mind of Theseus was to provide in
theory and in conjecture about life.

Sanity, cool reason, common sense, is the pledge of Theseus
against the undue ravages of fancy and of sentiment in human
nature. But in Bottom the place of this intellectual temper is
supplied by the crude native matter of human instinct. Bottom
is a bigger part of the world than is a Lysander or a Demetrius,
and always will be, for he has, above all, the instinct which
makes for the preservation of his species. He will take com-
mand in any the most unexpected situation, and will impose
his will on his fellows or on his superiors. Even when he has
been killed upon the stage he will rise again with his "No, I
assure you," and set the world to rights. He has supreme
confidence in himself, and in his ability to play any part in life
or in theatricals. And this is no mere overweening conceit, for
schemes collapse when he withdraws. The world is safe so long
as it produces men like Bottom, for its inhabitants will never
be permitted to get completely out of touch with earth, will
never be allowed to forget the conditions which red life
imposes on actual livers of it. Earth and the world take visible
human form in his huge bulk before men's eyes, and in such
way that it sharpens their sense of humour, of the difference
between what man is, and what he vainly pretends himself to
be.

Hence the substance in the seemingly unsubstantial cloud-
world of A Midsummer Night's Dream. At first glance it appears
but as a light excursion into the realms of pure romance, where
fairies dance and lovers woo, and magic philtres are the dis~